THE PERIOD OF DEFEATS	423
there was much delay in devising and fashioning the machin-
ery of expansion of the army, and when actually fashioned this
proved none too adequate for its task ; the methods for the provision
of officers in particular were defective, and it was some time before a
sound system of manpower selection was instituted. There was
hesitation and infirmity of purpose, too, in the matter of armament
provision, particularly in that of tank design, so that for the first
three years of the war our armoured forces had to fight under a
crippling handicap; and there were serious deficiencies in other
vital weapons. The result was that during these first three years
we were unable to make up our leeway, and our armies as fighting
machines were inferior, to those of both Germany and Japan ;
only over the Italians could they be relied on to manifest a clear and
constant superiority.
Under the circumstances it was remarkable and fortunate that
the major strategic blunders of the war should have been perpe-
trated by our enemies. For the two most egregious of these—the
attacks on Russia and on the United States—the best that can be
said is that they were needless and reckless gambles which, though
they had more to be said for them than appeared at the time, could
have been justified only by full success. An attempt by Germany
to invade Britain in the autumn of 1940 would, on the other hand,
have been a stroke well worth while ; failure would not appreciably
have weakened her forces, and though admittedly the prospects of
success were doubtful, victory would have decided the war in her
favour. It was certainly an error on her part not to have launched
this invasion, and the lost opportunity was never to recur. Delay
and half-heartedness in supporting her Italian ally in Greece and
North Africa also lost Germany chances of gaining important
advantages before Allied strength there had reached its maximum
development; while the ineptitude of Italy's conduct of operations
throughout can only be accounted for by the unreliability and lack
of warlike spirit of her human material, which fights well only
in a cause that it has truly at heart.
These major hostile errors did much to save the cause of the
Allies from irremediable disaster during this first half of the war
and to make their ultimate victory possible, whereas Allied strategy
on its side made few cardinal mistakes, and these only of detail
and, as it were, under compulsion from the shortage of its resources.
Thus, we were compelled in the summer of 1940, at a time when we
needed every man and weapon in Britain, to risk the depletion
of our home defence army for the benefit of General WavelTs
Command, and we were fortunate that success justified this
bold measure. Criticism has also fastened, not without show of
reason, on the decision to undertake the simultaneous conquest of
Libya and Ethiopia, on the sacrifice of the fruits of victory in Libya

